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*Coronavirus testing and treatment are now considered an Essential Health Benefit*.

March 23, 2020, marked the 10th anniversary of the Affordable Care Act (ACA), which, despite some ups and downs over the past decade, has expanded the scope of coverage for millions of people with mental illnesses and substance use disorders (SUDs).

Over the past decade, there have been attempts by Republicans to repeal and replace the ACA. And more recently in the wake of COVID‐19, the U.S. Supreme Court has postponed a hearing on the ACA individual mandate case, *Texas v. U.S*.

Given the current pandemic, the ACA is more important than ever, say members of the mental health community. "It is important to ensure appropriate access to MH/SUD treatment, especially during the public health crisis of COVID‐19," Pamela Greenberg, MPP, president and CEO of the Association for Behavioral Health and Wellness, said in a statement.

Greenberg added, "Individuals that already have a behavioral health problem, and people who may be experiencing anxiety or depression as a result of the public health emergency and the need for self‐isolation and social distancing, need to be able to access treatment." The ACA\'s Essential Health Benefits (EHBs), one of the largest expansions of mental health and substance use disorder coverage, ensure that those in need of services have access to them, she stated.

"We are absolutely delighted that we have arrived at the 10th anniversary of the Affordable Care Act --- and the coronavirus shows us that the ACA is absolutely essential," Ron Manderscheid, Ph.D., executive director of the National Association of County Behavioral Health and Developmental Disability Directors and the National Association for Rural Mental Health, told *MHW*.

The ACA is responsible for ensuring that more than 13 million people have received coverage from the Medicaid expansion and another 10 million from state health insurance markets, said Manderscheid. Were it not for the ACA, 23 million would be going into the coronavirus crisis without insurance, he noted.

"We know mental health and substance use disorders will come to the fore and be exacerbated by the coronavirus crisis," Manderscheid said.
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Although COVID‐19 has captured everyone\'s attention, it\'s exactly why the ACA is so critical, said David Lloyd, senior policy advisor of the Kennedy Forum. Most states have expanded their Medicaid programs as a result of the ACA, he noted. "If we didn\'t have that right now, the situation would be even more dire," he told *MHW*. "This reaffirms why the ACA is more important than ever." "**'We need to make sure everyone is taking care of each other and checking access to mental health resources through telehealth.'**David Lloyd"

"Unfortunately, many people are going to be hospitalized; they\'ll need treatment," Lloyd said. Insurance for consumers is critically important at this time, he said.

Lloyd pointed to a *New York Times* article published March 23 that reported 11 states and the District of Columbia have opened enrollment under the ACA to allow laid‐off workers to get subsidized health insurance. California, Colorado, Connecticut, Maryland, Massachusetts, Minnesota, Nevada, New York, Rhode Island, Vermont and Washington are the states that run their own exchanges that have made the move to open enrollment, according to *The New York Times*.

According to a Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services spokesperson, the Trump administration is considering whether to create a special enrollment period for ACA coverage because of the COVID‐19 emergency, Politico reported March 21.

Considering this pandemic, it\'s even more critical for the federal government to consider allowing for a special enrollment period, Lloyd said. Such large insurers as America\'s Health Insurance Plans and Blue Cross Blue Shield have said they would support the opening up of an enrollment period, said Lloyd.

On July 9, 2019, the Kennedy Forum issued a joint statement with the American Cancer Society and other health groups urging the First Circuit Court of Appeals to prioritize patient protections, including those for people with preexisting conditions. The Supreme Court had been expected to hear oral arguments regarding the ACA.

Prior to that, the Kennedy Forum and the patient groups filed an amicus brief with the court in April 2019 arguing that the law was intended to help protect patients with preexisting conditions, and Congress\'s rejection of efforts to repeal or replace the ACA confirms that intent, they stated.
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Coronavirus testing and treatment are now considered an Essential Health Benefit under the ACA and will be paid for by Medicaid and other entities providing insurance under the ACA, said Manderscheid. If qualified, consumers should face no costs and no co‐pay or deductible, he said.

"That\'s the upside," he said. "The downside is that Trump is still trying to eliminate the ACA without having an alternative plan."

Manderscheid added, "We need to pay attention to this." Meanwhile, in the fall, the Supreme Court will take up the constitutionality of the ACA. "We need to do amicus briefs; we need to do everything we can to protect the ACA," he said.

Meanwhile, there are many levels to this pandemic, among them fears, anxiety and the potential for people to become depressed, said Manderscheid. Amid this confusion, health care is undersupported and underresourced, he said. "The behavioral health field needs to do a better job responding to the psychological features of this virus," Manderscheid noted. "We have to help keep people\'s anxiety and fears under control," he said. "How do we engender support to people when they have to operate from a distance?"

"It\'s important to protect yourself psychologically so you can help others, not only for your clients, but also for your workers," he said.
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In the weeks since health advocacy groups sent a letter to the Trump administration (see sidebar, above), there has been even greater need for consistency and communication, said Lloyd. "There\'s been a lack of consistency across states and some confusion about what people need to do," he said. "We need a clear consistent form of communication across all levels of the government."

There are indeed mental health challenges, he noted. As the health advocacy groups feared, people who are isolated, fearful and anxious are likely worsening, Lloyd noted. "We need to make sure everyone is taking care of each other and checking access to mental health resources through telehealth," he said.

While many states are pushing to improve telehealth, that needs to expand, he said. Those efforts should not just be on states but also on the federal government, he added.

"We need more broad‐scale efforts to expand access to care through remote means," said Lloyd. "There\'s great urgency to protect people\'s mental health during this time." The effects of isolation on people should be addressed, particularly paying attention to seniors\' needs, he noted.

Lloyd added, "This is an unprecedented crisis with major implications for the mental health of our population." People with underlying mental health and addiction issues need to be taken care of during this time, with additional resources made available to them, he said.
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The Kennedy Forum and 40 other health advocacy organizations sent a letter March 5 to Vice President Mike Pence, U.S. Department of Health and Human Services Secretary Alex Azar, and National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases Director Anthony Fauci to fully address the mental health implications of the unfolding COVID‐19 public health crisis.

Among the actions the joint letter asked the government: Recognize the potential for fear surrounding COVID‐19 to transform into widespread panic and hysteria, which in turn may undermine public health authorities\' resources and response.Address the general mental health consequences of COVID‐19 during and beyond its tenure. The letter cites a past study conducted in Hong Kong following the SARS epidemic that found widespread feelings of helplessness, mental health deterioration and symptoms of post‐traumatic stress disorder among residents.Develop comprehensive online mental health services and resources in case significant portions of the population are quarantined or isolated and therefore unable to receive in‐person services. Special attention should be paid to older populations, those with developmental disabilities and any other group with limited access to resources.Consider the needs of those with existing mental health conditions who may have heightened psychological distress over COVID‐19 that can harm their health and well‐being.
